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Chapter 1: The Call of Adventure 
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I he small village of Windwood was usually buzzing with 


activity, but lately, fewer people from this beautiful place with its 
lush green fields, mountain tops, and forests had been going outside 
to enjoy the sun. On the street corners, people whispered stories 
about others disappearing. 

Some speculated that it might be a wolf or a bear terrorizing the 
community, while others believed it was evil spirits enslaving 
people for eternity. Whatever the cause, in the last couple of weeks, 
three people had mysteriously disappeared. 

First, there was old Henry, a loner. His disappearance was only 
noticed when his old dog wandered into town as thin as a plank. 
Henry was nowhere to be found. The second disappearance was 
more notable; a rich trader scheduled to arrive in town never came. 
His belongings were later discovered on the edge of the forest, but 
there was no sign of the man himself. 

More recently, a young herder didn’t make it back to town, and 
there was no sign of his whereabouts. These incidents made parents 
keep their children inside, many forbidding their children to go 
outside without supervision. 

However, not all children obeyed their parents. Simon and his 
gang, Jack, Freddy, and Leo, played marbles, showing little concern 
for the fears of the rest of the villagers. That was, except for Jack, 
who constantly looked around. “I tell you, there’s a murderer in this 
town! We are taking a big risk being outside!” The twelve-year-old 
tall, skinny boy with blue eyes and black hair was clearly 
uncomfortable. 

His complaints made little impression on his friends. Freddy, 
accurately hitting one of Jack’s marbles, claimed it. “Ah, shut up 
Jack, you will soon be out of marbles, then you can go home,” he 


mocked his friend. 

Jack looked annoyed at Freddy, the short chubby boy with red 
hair, freckles, and big glasses, who just seemed not to miss anything 
when he threw. He was as accurate with his marbles as he was 
throwing a stone. “Freddy, you are a machine; it’s unfair to play 
against you,” Jack retorted. 

Simon, the self-appointed leader of the group, took his time to 
take aim with his marble. He was sure he could outplay Freddy. 
Concentration showed on his face, and a silence fell over the group 
as Simon got ready to throw the best marble throw of his life. As he 
readied himself, two figures stormed out of the trees, making a 
sound which could only be described as that of a wounded lion 
tortured by a ghost. “Whoooo, suckers!” the two girls shouted as 
they darted towards Simon. 

The sudden yell and moving figures caught Simon off-guard; his 
marble flew way over the other marbles, giving Freddy the pot. 
Shocked, he turned around, and to his dismay, it was the two girls, 
Roxanne and Tiffany. 

The girls were laughing so hard that tears ran down their faces. 
Leo, Roxanne’s brother, was enjoying the moment as well. His face 
lit up with a naughty smile playing over his lips. “Well done, sis! 
Simon was just telling us how brave he was,” he said. Freddy, 
eagerly collecting the marbles he profited from the incident, agreed. 
“Simon, I didn’t know you are afraid of girls!” he continued the 
teasing. 

Roxanne eventually regained her composure. “I’m sorry, Simon, 
but it was really funny,” she said. Her long blond hair framed her 
pretty face, a sight Simon could not stay angry at for long. 
However, he had to make a point. “Thank you, Roxanne, you got 
me when I was vulnerable. I’ll get you back,” he promised. 


HE WALKED TOWARDS THE edge of the forest, calling the boys 
with him. “Come, let’s go and play Cowboys and Crooks in the 
forest!” he shouted. 

Tiffany looked concerned. “Simon! You should not go in there!” 
she cautioned. Jack echoed her sentiment. “Simon, Tiffany is right, 
we should rather go home; it’s getting late,” he pleaded. 

Simon turned around. “Who is afraid now?” he asked. Hanging 
his head, Jack followed the other boys into the forest. 


Roxanne looked at her friend Tiffany, the eleven-year-old who 
was not as athletic as she was, but although a bit chubby, her long 
black hair complemented her friendly-looking face. Tiffany was her 
best friend in the entire world. “Tiffany, I don’t want you to get 
hurt, please go home. I’m following them. They are up to 
something, and I want to know what,” she said in a serious tone. 

Tiffany started walking towards the edge of the forest. With a 
smile, she responded, “Roxanne, my curiosity far overshadows my 
fear.” The girls burst out laughing. Roxanne took Tiffany’s hand. 
“Well, let’s follow them; they may need us. Boys can be such babies 
sometimes,” together they slowly started to follow in the tracks of 
the boys. 


ONCE THEY ENTERED THE forest, the game of Cowboys and 
Crooks was forgotten. Leo, who looked just like his sister, was 
chasing a butterfly. His blond hair swung from side to side as he 
tried to catch it. Meanwhile, Freddy picked up a small rock, aimed, 
and threw it, ending Leo’s chase as only the butterfly’s wings 
floated down. 

Leo, with fiery blue eyes, looked at Freddy in disgust. “Why did 
you do that!” he shouted, grabbing Freddy in a neck lock. 
Struggling to get free, Freddy laughed, “I just wanted to help,” and 
then joked, “Now you have the pretty wings to play with.” 

Simon pulled the boys apart. “Look what I found!” he exclaimed, 
showing them a ring he found near a stream. The boys crowded 
around. “Wow, is it a diamond ring? How did it get here?” Leo 
wondered. 

Freddy, always the joker, teased, “Now Simon and Roxanne can 
get married. You’re so in love with her!” Simon’s face turned red, 
but he didn’t respond. Leo joined in the teasing, “Are you going to 
kiss my sister?” he asked with a mischievous grin. 

Simon playfully made a fist, making the other boys laugh, and 
they continued deeper into the forest. 

Hiding just twenty feet away behind a big tree, Tiffany tried not 
to laugh. Once the boys moved on, she burst out, “Simon is in love 
with you, Roxanne!” Roxanne blushed, looking even prettier. “Well, 
he’s not too bad. Actually, I think he’s cute,” she replied and 
hurried to catch up with the group. 
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AS THE BOYS WENT DEEPER into the woods, it got darker and 
quieter. A strange feeling hung in the air. Jack stopped first. “Have 
you noticed there are no birds singing here? This place feels 
creepy!” he said, standing still. Leo paused and listened. “You’re 
right, something’s off. We should be careful,” he agreed with Jack. 

Freddy picked up two rocks, about the size of oranges. “Let’s 
keep going a bit more. I think I see something ahead,” he said, 
moving forward. Simon nodded. “If we don’t find anything cool in 
ten minutes, we head back. I need to feed my dogs, and it’s getting 
late,” he said, following Freddy. 

Soon, the forest thinned out, and they reached a clearing. There 
it was, less than two hundred yards away: an old house. Its roof was 
falling apart, most windows were broken, and vines crawled up its 
walls. 

Freddy was eager to explore the spooky house. Simon grabbed 
Freddy’s collar. “We can’t go now, it’s too late!” he said, worried. 

Freddy looked annoyed. “Are you scared because the house 
looks spooky?” he mocked. Then he said, “Sorry guys, we can’t 
check the house because Simon is scared!” 

Simon got angry. “I’m not scared! I just need to feed my dogs. 
But let’s come back tonight,” he suggested. Freddy grinned. “Deal, 
meet at 9:30 at my place. We’ll sneak out when our parents are 
asleep and come back here.” 

Jack looked shocked. “Are you crazy? I wouldn’t go in there 
even in daylight!” Leo chuckled. “You'll love it in the dark, maybe 
with some ghosts,” he teased. 

The boys headed back, all curious about the secrets of the old 
house. Meanwhile, Roxanne and Tiffany were hiding nearby, 
holding their breaths. Leo nearly spotted Roxanne, and Tiffany had 
to move to avoid Jack stepping on her. 

After the boys left, Tiffany looked at Roxanne, wide-eyed. 
“We’re not going back tonight, right?” she asked, scared. Roxanne’s 
smile told her they would. 

Both groups got back to the village just in time, so their parents 
weren’t worried. They kept their night plans secret, feeling a mix of 
fear and excitement. 

Everyone wondered, “What secrets does the old house hold?” 


Chapter 2: The Creepy House in the 
Woods 
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I he adults in the various households barely noticed that the 


children were all going to bed without any fuss. Usually, they 
would stretch their parents’ patience to the limit before reluctantly 
heading to their rooms. But this night was different. After they 
finished their chores, they went straight to bed, offering vague 
explanations like, “It was a long day,” or “I have lots to do 
tomorrow.” The real reason was their plan to visit the old 
abandoned house in the woods. 

Roxanne waited for her brother Leo to make the first move. 
Soon, she heard his window open, and seconds later, the soft ‘thud’ 
as he jumped out and landed on the grass outside. Already dressed 
in old jeans and a black T-shirt, she followed suit. 

The moon was bright and big, and the surroundings were quiet. 
In the distance, she could hear an owl hooting, and a few bats 
fluttered above the trees. She could hear her own breathing as she 
followed Leo at a short distance. Roxanne diverted her path slightly 
to pass by Tiffany’s house. 

Tiffany was already waiting. “I thought you’d never show up!” 
Tiffany playfully scolded. Roxanne just smiled. “Follow me, Leo’s 
just a little bit ahead.” The two girls caught up to Leo, who was 
now slightly further ahead. Tiffany whispered, “I can’t believe ’m 
doing this! If my dad catches me, I’ll be so grounded, I won’t even 
be at my own wedding!” 

Roxanne grinned. “It’s going to be fun! We’re going to scare the 
boys silly!” she said and then paused as Leo joined his friends a 
little further down the road. Carefully, they started to tail the boys 
as they entered the forest. 
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AS SOON AS EVERYONE gathered, Simon did the last checks before 
they departed for the abandoned house. “Does everyone have 
flashlights and spare batteries?” he asked. Freddy replied with a 
hint of sarcasm, “Yes, captain! We have flashlights, batteries, food, 
water, extra clothes, and even weapons. Anything else we should 
bring?” Ignoring the sarcasm, Simon just signaled them to follow. 
Together, they re-entered the forest at the same spot as earlier that 
day. 

Unaware of the two girls following them, the group followed the 
footpath deeper into the forest, heading towards the old, spooky, 
abandoned house. 

The first part of the journey went without incident, but halfway 
into the forest, Simon stopped abruptly. He held his hand up, 
signaling his friends to be quiet, and whispered, “Did you hear that? 
It sounded like a wolf!” 

Leo chuckled. “There are no wolves in this forest; it must be 
something else.” But then, the same eerie howl echoed through the 
night, now much closer, sending shivers down the boys’ spines. 

Freddy immediately picked up a sizable rock. “Let it come, I’m 
ready!” he declared. However, he dropped the rock as a dark 
shadow passed in front of them, howling with a mix of sadness and 
anger. 

The boys stood frozen, and it took several seconds before Jack 
regained his voice. “I’m going back! This forest is haunted!” he said, 
his voice trembling with fear. 

Simon took a deep breath. “Going back isn’t an option; we have 
to see what’s in that house. If you want to go back through this dark 
forest, you’re on your own. Good luck!” he added. This made Jack 
reconsider as he mumbled, “Okay, I’ll go with you.” 

As the boys moved forward, Leo noticed something. “Look! The 
shadow left footprints! And these aren’t wolf prints!” 


JUST BEHIND THE BOYS, Tiffany and Roxanne shivered when they 
heard the eerie howl. Tiffany grabbed Roxanne’s arm as a shadow 
passed not far from the boys ahead. “This is bad, really bad!” she 
whispered. 

Roxanne took Tiffany’s hand, pulling her close. “Something’s off, 


but we can’t leave the boys now! They might need our help.” 
Tiffany hugged Roxanne. “Yes, let’s continue. I’m sorry I got 
scared,” she said. Roxanne held her for a few moments, feeling her 
heartbeat. 

Once Tiffany calmed down, Roxanne gently pushed her away. 
“Okay, let’s keep following them.” But when they looked up, the 
boys were nowhere to be seen! 

Roxanne studied the area and then pointed in a direction. “I 
think they went that way.” Without questioning, Tiffany followed 
Roxanne deeper into the forest. 

After a long walk, the forest thinned, but the tall trees blocked 
most of the moonlight, creating an ominous atmosphere. Suddenly, 
Roxanne screamed in horror — she had tripped over a grave! 

Tiffany shone her light on the fallen gravestone. It read, “Morton 
Amber, 1890 - 1951. R.I.P.” Roxanne caught her breath. “A grave in 
the middle of the forest! Who was he?” she wondered, her voice 
tinged with fear. 

Looking around with her flashlight, Tiffany looked concerned. 
“Roxanne, I think we’re lost!” she said. Roxanne nodded. “Yeah, I 
realized that a while ago but didn’t want to scare you,” she 
admitted. 

The two girls, on the verge of panic, looked around. Roxanne 
moved away from the grave. “Maybe we should try to retrace our 
steps,” she suggested uncertainly. Just then, they heard rustling in 
the bushes. 

Roxanne was panicking. “I’m sorry, I got us into this mess,” she 
said, her voice quivering. The rustling grew louder. As Roxanne 
turned to run, something suddenly jumped at her! 


THE BOYS WERE NEARING the abandoned house when a scream 
pierced the dark night. Leo froze. “That sounded just like Roxanne!” 
he said, worried. 

Freddy nudged him to keep moving. “In your dreams! Girls 
would never come here; they’re not as brave as us,” he said 
confidently. Jack muttered, “Or as foolish as us.” Simon turned to 
Leo. “I heard it too, but it’s probably just a cat. They can sound like 
humans sometimes.” 

Ignoring the scream, the boys slowly approached the house. 
Simon signaled for them to stop. “Let’s decide how to do this. It 


might be best if two of us stay outside, just in case something goes 
wrong inside,” he whispered. 

Freddy stepped back. “T’ll stay with Jack. You and Leo go in 
first, and when you say it’s safe, we’ll follow,” he said. No one 
disagreed, and Jack was relieved to stay outside. 

Simon suggested, “Let’s replace our batteries before we go in. It 
could be dangerous.” He started changing his flashlight’s batteries, 
and Leo did the same. With new batteries, they cautiously moved 
closer to the house. 

The night grew darker as the moon hid behind clouds. The door 
creaked as Simon pushed it open. He shone his flashlight around, 
then nodded for Leo to follow. The entryway was empty, with 
spider webs in the corners. 

Leo whispered, “I hate this place! Let’s get the others to join us.” 
Simon nodded, and Leo stepped back to the door, signaling with his 
flashlight that it was safe for Jack and Freddy to approach. 

Jack and Freddy walked up to the door reluctantly. Freddy 
cleaned his glasses before entering. “Is everything clear inside?” he 
asked, his voice lacking his earlier confidence. Leo nodded. “Yes, 
come in, there’s nothing here.” 

Their flashlights swept every direction, and floorboards creaked 
beneath their feet as they walked towards Simon in the center of 
the room. Simon seemed more relaxed. “Let’s search all the rooms. 
Maybe we’ll find something,” he suggested. 

They moved down the hall, finding each room empty, adorned 
only with dust and spiderwebs. The last room was the same, except 
for a half-broken cupboard. 

Simon turned around. “Well, this was disappointing. Nothing 
here. I’m tired, let’s go home and sleep.” As he turned, without 
warning, a rumbling sound and a dark shadow swooped down on 
them! 


ROXANNE CLOSED HER eyes, thinking it was her last moment as 
she fell to the ground. Then she heard Tiffany giggle and felt 
something licking her face, letting out small howls of delight. 
Opening her eyes, she saw Enzero, Simon’s German Shepherd, on 
top of her. The dog had somehow followed Simon and ended up 
finding the girls instead! 

Roxanne breathed a sigh of relief as she sat up. “Enzero! I 


thought I was a goner!” she exclaimed, patting the big dog’s head. 
Tiffany joined in, “Wow, Enzero, I’m so glad to see you!” she said, 
feeling a wave of relief wash over her. 

After everyone calmed down, Enzero started to get restless. He 
clearly wanted the girls to follow him. Roxanne stood up. “I think 
he wants to lead us home. Let’s follow him,” she said. Tiffany 
nodded, and they started following Enzero through the thick 
underbrush. 

Several minutes later, Enzero stopped and sat down. In front of 
them was the abandoned house! 


Chapter 3: Down the Trapdoor 
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I, the abandoned house, the boys tried to grapple with the 


thunderous sound and the dark shadow speeding towards them. By 
the time they realized that the shadow and sound were from a 
swarm of hundreds of bats, their bravery had vanished, and chaos 
erupted in the room. 

Jack was the first to retreat, but in the process, he knocked 
Simon over. Simon tried to pull himself up by leaning on an old, 
broken cupboard, but he accidentally pushed it over with a loud 
bang, scaring even more bats. Freddy, in confusion, threw a rock at 
something unseen and broke one of the last intact windows. Leo 
danced frantically, like a Broadway professional, trying to shake a 
bat out of his shirt. 

If this was a battle, the bats had won. The boys slowly regained 
their senses when they heard a dog barking and girls laughing 
outside. 

Simon sat up against the toppled cupboard, wondering what was 
worse: the bats or seeing Roxanne’s face, with tears streaming down 
her cheeks from laughter, not sadness! 

Peeking through a window of the abandoned house, Roxanne 
and Tiffany couldn’t believe their eyes. Inside, the boys were in 
total chaos, yelling and stumbling over each other, dancing and 
jumping wildly. A rock thrown by Freddy suddenly shattered a 
nearby window. 

“Great job, Simon!” Roxanne teased, trying not to laugh. “I 
didn’t know you could lift that cupboard by yourself!” Tiffany 
joined in the fun, “Leo, I need to learn those dance moves from you. 
You look like a pro!” Her teasing attempt was cut short by her own 
laughter. 

Visibly annoyed, Freddy exclaimed, “Bats are dangerous! They 


could be vampires!” His attempt to appear brave didn’t convince 
anyone. Brushing off his clothes, Simon admitted, “Let’s face it, 
Freddy, we got scared. No shame in that.” He then turned to 
Roxanne, his voice softening, “Why are you two here?” Roxanne’s 
smile seemed to distract him. 

Feeling slightly guilty for the teasing, Roxanne replied more 
kindly, “We knew you were up to something and followed you. 
Then we got lost, but Enzero found us and led us here.” She patted 
Simon’s dog, trying to lighten the mood. 

Struggling to look away from Roxanne, Simon suggested, “We 
should head home. It’s not safe here at night, and I think we’ve had 
enough excitement.” 

“And we’ve had plenty of laughs!” Roxanne giggled as they all 
started to leave. Only Enzero stayed behind, growling at something 
unseen. 

Leo shined his flashlight around the room. “He’s onto 
something. Let’s check again.” Their flashlights scanned the room, 
trying to reveal hidden secrets. 

Near the fallen cupboard, Tiffany noticed something. “Hey, look! 
There’s a hidden entrance under here!” she said, tracing a line in 
the dust. 

Pushing the cupboard aside, Jack and Simon revealed a 
trapdoor. An excited Freddy cleared the area. “It’s definitely a 
trapdoor,” he said, pointing out the hinges. 

Leo, pulling out his pocket knife, suggested, “Let’s see where this 
leads,” and began prying the trapdoor open. They heard a crack as 
they all helped lift it, revealing stairs leading downward. Roxanne, 
shining her flashlight, exclaimed, “Stairs going down! What’s at the 
bottom?” 

Cautioning everyone, Simon spoke up, “This could be risky. We 
need to be careful.” Jack, concerned, agreed, “Maybe we should tell 
some adults to come and help us tomorrow.” But Freddy was having 
none of it. “I’m not turning back now, not when we’re this close!” 
He was determined to explore further. Roxanne wedged herself 
between Freddy and Leo. “I’m going with you! There’s no way I’m 
not seeing what is down there!” she said determinedly, causing 
Freddy to let out a big sigh. 

After some debate, it was agreed that Simon, Freddy, and 
Roxanne would explore, while Jack, Leo, and Tiffany stayed to get 
help if needed. 


Descending the dusty stairs, spiderwebs brushed their faces. The 
lower they went, the stronger a foul odor became. The foul odor 
mixed with the stuffy air, creating an unpleasant smell. Roxanne 
screamed shrilly as a rat scurried over her feet. “Why am I doing 
this to myself?” she said, distressed. Freddy chuckled. “Not so brave 
anymore, are you?” he teased, causing Roxanne to click her tongue 
angrily. 

In a large room, they found an old desk. Opening a drawer, 
Simon and Roxanne found an unopened letter, which she quickly 
pocketed. Freddy’s voice came from the back of the room. “Guys, 
this is getting weird. We should leave.” He displayed a mug with 
stale coffee — a recent sign of human presence. Simon examined the 
mug, concluding it was from that morning. “Let’s do a quick search 
and then get out of here,” he proposed. 

Fascinated by the drawer’s contents, Roxanne continued her 
inspection. Simon and Freddy examined the rest of the room, with 
Simon pausing at an old bed. “Look at this, Freddy. Chains. 
Someone was actually chained to this bed,” he pointed out. 

Suddenly, Enzero’s barks echoed from upstairs, and Jack’s voice 
followed, “Hurry! Someone’s coming!” Roxanne grabbed a few 
items and more letters from the desk, and the three scrambled up 
the stairs, closing the trapdoor, and ran out, led by Enzero. 

Once outside, they saw a shadowy figure entering the house. A 
loud scream came from inside, “No! I’ll find you!” the voice was 
filled with anger and pain. 

Enzero barked loudly, and the six children ran for their lives 
back to the safety of their homes. Behind them, they heard someone 
following, cursing and screaming, gaining on them quickly! 

As branches broke close to them, Freddy realized they were in 
trouble. He bent down, picked up two small rocks, aimed, and when 
the figure emerged only ten yards behind them, he threw them. The 
first rock missed, but the second one found its target. With a loud 
thudding sound, it hit the mysterious person right on the chest. 

Freddy spun around. “Run!” he shouted to his friends, but 
Enzero had different plans! The dog charged towards the stumbling 
figure and, with a loud growl, leaped at it. The hunter now became 
the hunted as Enzero chased the screaming man back towards the 
deserted house. 

Several minutes later, Enzero rejoined the group. Relieved, they 
eventually exited the forest. Simon, the unofficial leader, broke the 


silence, “We should give our gang a name; we are meant for big 
adventures!” Tiffany eagerly agreed, “Yes! I’ve always wanted to be 
part of a real gang!” she said, bubbling with excitement. 

Roxanne smiled her mysterious smile and glanced at Simon 
before speaking, “Well, we mostly work at night. How about we call 
ourselves the Starlight Explorers?” As usual, Freddy, a bit of a 
hothead, wanted to protest, but he found the name strangely 
intriguing and mysterious. Slowly, he nodded, “For once, I agree 
with Roxanne,” he said. The rest of the group, one after the other, 
nodded and echoed his sentiment. 

The pledge was simple; one after the other, they repeated the 
words, “In the stars, we find our power. Explorers forever, six 
people, one spirit!” Thus, the Starlight Explorers were born, and 
many adventures awaited them. Before they went their separate 
ways, Simon reminded them, “Let’s all meet tomorrow at 10:00 by 
the river to discuss what we found.” 

As they walked home, Roxanne teasingly warned her brother 
Leo, “If we get caught, I’m blaming you!” Leo simply smiled in 
response, “That’s your job, getting me into trouble, sister.” Roxanne 
couldn’t help but giggle, her mind racing about the contents of the 
unopened letter and the mystery it held, a significant clue to their 
next adventure. 


Chapter 4: The Discovery 
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I he children met precisely at 10:00 at their safe spot next to the 


river, the gentle murmur of water mingling with the chirping of 
morning birds. Sunlight filtered through the leaves, casting dappled 
shadows on the ground. The air was fresh, with the subtle scent of 
wildflowers and damp earth. The boys had now accepted the two 
girls into their group without any questions. 

Roxanne was eager to share what she had found the night 
before. “I still haven’t opened the sealed letter we found,” she 
began, holding up an unopened envelope for the others to see. 
Then, she shifted her focus to another item in her hand. “But look 
at this separate piece of paper I discovered with it. It looks like 
someone drew a map!” she exclaimed, unfolding and holding out a 
roughly hand-sketched map for the others to see. 

Simon took the map, his fingers gently tracing the lines on the 
aged parchment. “Thank you, Roxanne, for not opening the letter 
and waiting to share this moment with us,” he said, his voice filled 
with curiosity. Jack leaned over Simon’s shoulder, his eyes wide 
with excitement. “I think this is the river, and that big dot there is 
the village water pump,” he pointed, his finger hovering over a 
crudely drawn circle. 

Leo leaned in, the excitement in his voice palpable. “Yeah, that’s 
the bridge near the oak trees!” he added enthusiastically. Roxanne 
reclaimed the map, her fingers delicately holding it as though it 
were a precious relic. “Look, here’s an ‘X’, and as they say, X marks 
the spot,” she pointed towards a faint mark, the ink almost blending 
into the paper’s yellowed background. 

Freddy cleaned his glasses and studied the map closely. “I think 
it’s between the pump and the bridge, about 300 feet into the 
forest. Let’s go and see what’s there, before we open the sealed 


letter,” he suggested, his voice laced with mystery and excitement. 

Everyone nodded in agreement, and off they went, embarking 
on their journey. As they stepped into the forest, a chorus of birds 
and rustling leaves greeted them. The forest was dense, a tapestry of 
greens and browns, with sunlight filtering through the canopy, 
creating a kaleidoscope of light and shadow. The underbrush 
crunched under their feet, releasing the earthy scent of pine and 
moss. 

They soon realized it would not be easy to get to the place 
indicated on the hand-drawn map. The forest was dense, and the 
only way to reach the spot was to cross the river. 

As they reached the river, its cool, clear waters babbled over 
smooth stones. The riverbed, visible through the crystal-clear water, 
was a mosaic of pebbles and sand. The group paused, considering 
their options, the river’s melody playing in the background. 

Considering their options, Simon made a suggestion. “The river 
is not very deep or dangerous, but the sharp rocks at the bottom 
might cut our feet. Let’s build a raft and use that to go over. That 
way we stay dry and spare our feet the punishment.” 

Freddy was already out of his shirt. “I will swim over and wait 
for you,” he declared as he jumped into the refreshing water. “No 
sharp rocks here!” he shouted, enjoying the water and splashing 
around. Roxanne didn’t need a second invitation; she took off her 
jersey, rolled it into a ball, and placed it on the riverbank. Without 
further delay, she glided into the water, followed by Tiffany and 
Leo. 

Simon shook his head. “Well, swimming it will be,” he said as he 
took off his shirt and dived into the water. Jack, the tallest of the 
children, mumbled as he collected all the pieces of excess clothing 
and rolled them into a bundle with his own shirt. “Do they plan to 
walk around half-naked on the other side?” he asked himself as he 
held it high above his head, starting to walk to the opposite 
riverbank. 

It was not very far to the other side, but it took a considerable 
time for the children playing and laughing to get there. While they 
enjoyed the cool, refreshing water, they were unaware of the figure 
behind the tree observing their every move. 

It was only after they got out of the water on the other side that 
Freddy realized he had no shirt to wear. “Shuggers, now I have to 
swim back to get my shirt!” he complained. Lucky for him, Jack 


came to his rescue. “Here, before you catch a cold!” he snubbed, 
throwing Freddy’s shirt towards him. Freddy just laughed. “At least 
you’re good for something, Jack!” he joked. 

Simon’s gaze lingered on Roxanne, who stood there with her 
long hair drenched from the river, droplets of water glistening like 
tiny diamonds in the sun. Her wet locks framed her face in a way 
that brought out an innocent, almost ethereal beauty. There was 
something about her in that moment — perhaps the way the 
sunlight played off her hair or the joy in her eyes — that caught 
Simon’s attention in a new and different way. 

She looked up, her eyes catching his. “What are you looking at?” 
she asked, her voice playful, a broad smile lighting up her face and 
softening her features even more. Her smile wasn’t just in her lips; 
it reached her eyes, making them sparkle with a lively, captivating 
energy. 

Simon, momentarily lost for words, felt a warmth spread 
through him, an unfamiliar but pleasant sensation. He quickly 
gathered his thoughts. “Come on, we have a treasure to find!” 
Roxanne said cheerfully, breaking the brief spell. She turned, her 
wet hair swishing gently, sending another spray of shimmering 
droplets into the air, and started walking back towards the rest of 
the group. 

As Simon watched her walk away, there was a lightness in her 
step that seemed to make her almost dance over the ground. It was 
a simple, carefree moment, yet to Simon, it felt significant. It was as 
if he was seeing Roxanne for the first time, not just as another 
member of their adventurous group, but as someone special, 
someone who stirred a newfound admiration within him. 

He followed her, his mind a swirl of emotions, the image of her 
smiling face imprinted in his thoughts. They were on a quest for 
treasure, but perhaps, Simon pondered, some treasures aren’t buried 
in the ground. 

Suddenly they noticed branches cracking and someone running 
away into the forest. “Someone was watching us!” Simon shouted as 
he tried to get a glimpse of the running figure. The rest of the group 
followed, but it was too late; the figure disappeared between the 
trees into the distance. 

Tiffany looked concerned. “This is creepy!” she said as she 
walked back to where Jack was still sorting out some clothing 
items. Leo joined her. “Something is weird, Tiffany, but we will get 


to the bottom of it!” he told her, his sister’s friend, someone he also 
saw as a good friend of his. 

Simon called the group together. “Let’s get to the place we 
believe is marked on the map,” he said. Together, the group set off, 
following a narrow footpath deeper into the forest. 

After about fifteen minutes of walking, Freddy held up his hand. 
“Wait! I think that tree is the one marked on the map! Look, the 
hole in its trunk, it’s exactly as on the map,” he said, pointing to a 
big tree with a hole in its trunk close to the ground. 

Jack studied the map. “Why does it show a key next to the 
hole?” he asked, pointing to a drawing of a key. Roxanne turned 
her head to see better. “Maybe there is a key in the hole, and we 
have to get it to open a chest where the ‘X’ is marked on the map,” 
she suggested. 

Roxanne shook her head. “I’m not putting my hand in that hole 
to look for a key,” she said in a firm tone. As usual, Freddy had no 
fear, well, that was before he put his hand in the hole... He knelt 
down and started to feel his way around in the hole, finding 
nothing, then he put his arm in deeper. Suddenly he roared like a 
lion and ripped his arm out with the speed of lightning. 

Walking on his arm was a spider as big as a man’s hand! He 
swung his arm like a sword fighter, sending the spider flying, 
landing on Roxanne’s back! Roxanne started running and turning 
like an Olympic gymnast, at the same time screaming like she was 
being tortured. 

Leo ran towards her and swatted the spider off her back, the 
traumatized spider disappearing in the long grass. Roxanne, still in 
shock, grabbed Freddy by the collar. “You threw the spider at me!” 
she said, pulling her left hand back to give the confused Freddy a 
black eye. 

Then she stood back and started laughing, then all of them burst 
out laughing. Between the tears of laughter, Simon held up 
something. “Look what came out with the spider,” he said as he 
held up an old, rusty key! 

Their young bodies energized, the group set off on the last leg 
towards the spot indicated on the hand-drawn map. A few minutes 
later, they arrived at the spot between three trees just as indicated 
on the map. To their disappointment, all they found was an open 
hole. 

Simon said the obvious. “Someone found it before we did,” he 


looked disappointed at the gaping hole. Freddy stood closer. “It was 
opened very recently, look, the sand is still wet,” he said as he took 
a handful of sand and showed it to the group. 

Leo and Tiffany crouched down next to the hole. “Look, here is a 
shoe print!” Tiffany said, showing a clear print in the wet sand. 
Simon also crouched down. “I have seen this print in town, I’m very 
sure. Look at the ‘V’ in the heel part, that is not common,” he said, 
pointing towards the print. 

Roxanne agreed. “Well, whatever it was that was in here, it’s 
unlikely that it can be opened without the key. And now we can go 
back to town and search for a suspect,” she said as she turned 
around in the direction they came from. 

Together, the group went back to town, disappointed but also 
excited. Their journey was not in vain. As they walked back, 
Roxanne reminded them of the unopened letter. “When we are back 
in town, we are opening the letter,” Everyone nodded, excited to 
know what the letter contained. 


Chapter 5: The Letter and the Shoe 
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Acc: the children found the key in the forest, they returned to 


the village to decide on their next plan of action. As usual, Simon 
took the lead. “You can all come to my house; my mother baked 
delicious cookies. We can eat some while we work on a plan.” 
Knowing Simon’s mom’s baking, no one needed convincing. 

Slowly pulling the unopened letter from her pocket, Roxanne 
instantly became the center of attention. “I’m too nervous to open 
it!” she said with a nervous giggle. Freddy, banging his fist on the 
ground, became impatient. “Just open it!” he insisted. 

Roxanne took a hairpin and carefully opened the envelope 
containing the letter on the side, making sure not to damage its 
contents. She unfolded it, frowned, and then read the letter aloud to 
the rest of the group. 

“Dear Mr. K.B , 

I want my money, or your little secret’s out. 

I give you only one more week, else you will be the 
laughingstock of the town! 

Don’t test me! 

Your good friend, Mr. C.S.” 

Silence fell over the group. Jack voiced his disappointment, 
“Such a short letter, I was expecting much more!” he said, half 
demoralized. 

Simon took the letter from Roxanne. “Someone knows 
something they shouldn’t! What’s the date on the letter?” he asked, 
turning the letter in his hands, looking for a date. Roxanne studied 
the envelope. “No date here either,” she said, handing it to Tiffany 
for confirmation. Tiffany examined the envelope. “It must have 
been written yesterday when you found it; it hadn’t been mailed 
yet.” 


Taking the letter from Simon, Leo also agreed. “That means we 
only have five days left to solve this mystery, or else something bad 
is going to happen.” 

Roxanne carefully placed the letter back into the envelope. “I 
think we should scan the town for the footprint with the ‘V’ in its 
heel. That footprint is likely to belong to the culprit.” Freddy 
jumped up, energized by the idea. “Now you're talking! I bet Pll 
find it in no time!” 

Simon, always the planner, stopped Freddy before he could dash 
off into town. “Let’s divide into three groups so we’re not alone if 
something happens.” 

Jack volunteered eagerly, “I’ll go with Freddy; we work well 
together.” Simon nodded, then turned to Roxanne. Her eyes 
sparkled with a mix of excitement and determination. “I think us 
girls should split up to help you guys; otherwise, we'll get 
nowhere!” she teased. Tiffany added with a mischievous smile, “T’ll 
look after your brother; you must be tired of babysitting him,” 
nodding at Leo. Leo laughed in response, “I hope you can keep up 
with me, Tiffany! Let’s go!” 

Simon felt a sense of satisfaction with the plan. “Well, that 
leaves you and me! Let’s show them how to track a villain!” he said, 
his gaze meeting Roxanne’s. They shared a brief, knowing smile 
before setting off on their mission. 


PATIENCE WAS NOT ONE of Freddy’s virtues. With Jack short on 
his heels, he ran towards the market area. “This is where everyone 
comes to buy stuff; we will have the culprit in no time!” he shouted 
excitedly and a bit out of breath. 

The market was not much more than a narrow dusty street with 
stalls on both sides of it. Arriving at the market, Freddy and Jack 
started focusing on all the shoe prints in the dusty street between 
the stalls. On one side of the road was a wagon with all kinds of 
spices, a trailer with any jam or marmalade you could think of, 
several small cubicles selling jackets, socks, shoes, and other 
clothing. Also getting quite a bit of attention was the Barber 
showing off his skills at trimming beards, mustaches, and cutting 
hair. This trade was matched with a colorful stall next to it where 
ladies were trying new makeup and nail polishes. 

The other side of the street was graced with food stalls. There 


was a farmer showing off huge pumpkins and enormous potatoes, 
the baker with delicious looking bread, and completing the picture 
was the butcher with several meat items packed in ice as well as a 
basket full of dried sausages. 

The aromas coming from this part of the street immediately 
made the boys hungry. They tried not to look at the food and 
started looking to find the shoe print. Finding a clear shoe print in 
the dusty street was no easy task, too many people walked the 
street, and too many prints were over each other to make out a 
clear shoe print. 

With his stomach growling, Freddy looked at Jack. “Well, let’s 
walk the street slowly from north to south and hope we find 
something before we die of hunger,” he complained. Jack nodded, 
“This is pure torture.” Together, they walked, eyes on the ground, 
down the street, hoping to find the shoe print. 


TIFFANY AND LEO, NOTING where Freddy and Jack were going, 
decided to walk towards the Post Office. Tiffany had the idea that 
the person was likely posting letters to his victims. “I’m sure we will 
find the print around the Post Office,” Tiffany explained. Leo 
agreed, and slowly and with care, they started to explore the area 
around the Post Office for clues. 

Roxanne and Simon joined them briefly before they set off 
towards the Police Station and Church area. Roxanne grinned, “You 
are a clever one, Simon, letting the others do all the hard work!” 
she said, shaking her head. 

Simon looked a bit surprised. “What do you mean, Roxanne?” he 
asked, amused. Roxanne burst into laughter. “What are the chances 
that the culprit will be a churchgoer who also visits the police 
station from time to time?” she asked with a big smile. Simon just 
shrugged his shoulders. “You never know. If you don’t find 
something where it’s supposed to be, look for it where you don’t 
expect it to be,” he said, continuing walking towards the church. 


FREDDY AND JACK’S STOMACHS soon took over the search for the 
shoe print and guided them towards the butcher and the baker. 
They were no longer looking for the shoe print, and their eyes were 


fixated on the delicious looking sausages and bread. From the 
corner of his eye, Freddy noted a movement. It was Enzero, Simon’s 
German Shepherd, strolling down the street. Without thinking, 
Freddy whistled and called his name. “Enzero, come here, boy!” he 
shouted. 

Things got horribly wrong from there. Enzero came running 
towards them, but the smell of the sausages was just too big a 
temptation. On his way to Freddy and Jack, Enzero flew like a bird 
through the air, grabbed a long sausage from the basket, and ran 
with it to Freddy and Jack. 

Jack tried to grab the sausage, but Enzero wanted nothing of 
that, sidestepped Jack like a seasoned football player, and set off to 
the other side of the road. In shock, Jack tripped and pulled the 
baker’s basket of bread over, sending bread in all directions, and to 
make it worse, a bowl of flour fell over onto Jack’s head, leaving 
him with a white face, which would easily fit into any zombie 
movie, sitting in the middle of a heap of bread. 

Trying to get out of trouble and away from Jack, Freddy gave 
chase to Enzero, which was not parting with his sausage and 
running towards the barber. With Freddy short on his heels, Enzero 
dashed through the Barber’s stall. The barber looked up from where 
he was trimming the pastor’s mustache and was too late to avoid a 
massive collision with a bulky Freddy! 

Freddy looked up to apologize but when he realized one half of 
the pastor’s mustache was now missing, he just jumped up and 
continued to run, tripped over a chair, and dived into the makeup 
stall next to the barber’s stand. His fall was somewhat stopped 
when he bumped into the pastor’s wife, who pulled the shelf of 
makeup over and was now looking at him like a poorly decorated 
clown! 


CONSTABLE SMOLDERS looked strict when he talked to the six 
children. “You’re lucky the Pastor and his wife are not pressing 
charges! Else, you would have slept in jail!” he said. The boys hung 
their heads, tears started rolling down Roxanne’s cheeks, which 
seemed to please the Constable somewhat. What he did not know 
was it was tears of laughter, as Roxanne could barely control herself 
seeing Jack’s white face and the lipstick on Freddy’s forehead! 
Constable Smolders took a piece of paper and started writing. 


After a while, he handed the piece of paper to Simon. “This is an 
official warning. 1 - To keep your dog in your yard, 2 - Not to go to 
the market for 3 weeks, 3- To officially apologize in church to the 
Pastor and his wife.” He stood up. “And as your punishment, you 
will go and clean the graveyard next to the church today! Now go!” 
he said angrily and pointed towards the door. As they left, he 
shouted after them, “Go and clean the graveyard now!” 


THE GATE SCREECHED open, and in front of them lay gravestones, 
rows of them. Since the establishment of the town many years ago, 
many people were buried here. Tiffany looked at the rows of 
headstones. “This is creepy! And it’s already getting late!” she 
complained. Freddy immediately started to pick up papers. “I’ve 
had enough trouble for one day. I’d rather face the ghosts than my 
father tonight!” he said, concerned. 

Suddenly, Leo called out, “Come look here!” Seconds later, the 
children were all looking at the shoe print in the footpath leading to 
the small mausoleum, which was used many years ago. It clearly 
had a ‘V’ in its heel; it was unmistakably the shoe print they were 
looking for! 


Chapter 6: Trapped! 
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I, didn’t take long before the little incident at the market spread 


like wildfire throughout the town. The parents of the children didn’t 
find it amusing in the slightest. They promptly imposed a curfew on 
all six of them for an entire week. Each day, they had to be home 
by 2 pm, with their parents keeping a vigilant eye on them. 

On the second day, Simon crossed paths with Freddy while their 
moms were observing. He greeted Freddy with a “hi” and discreetly 
slipped a small note into his pocket. Later that day, Freddy passed 
the same note to Tiffany. And not long after, Tiffany relayed it to 
Roxanne, who then shared it with her brother Leo. Just before 2 
pm, Leo managed to hand it over to Jack. 

The note was simple, written on a tiny piece of paper: “Tonight 
at 10 pm, meet at the Post Office.” 

Time seemed to crawl for the children as they awaited the 
night’s adventure. Simon, the orchestrator of the note, snuck out 
first to ensure he would be the first one at the rendezvous. He left 
his bedroom window open before going to bed, to avoid making 
any noise when opening it later. 

The wind made eerie sounds as Simon moved stealthily from 
shadow to shadow towards the post office. “Am I imagining things, 
or is someone following me?” he wondered when he heard what 
seemed like footsteps behind him. He quickened his pace, darting 
from one dark spot to another, striving to remain unseen. The 
footsteps hastened too. 

Thinking quickly, he concealed himself behind a large tree near 
the post office. The footsteps drew nearer and nearer. He braced 
himself for what was to come. 

When the figure appeared, he leaped out. “I’ve got you, you 
sneaky stalker!” Simon exclaimed as he tackled his friend Tiffany to 


the ground. 

Tiffany let out a surprised yelp as she fell. “What are you doing? 
You scared me half to death!” she exclaimed, giving him a playful 
slap on the shoulder. 

For a moment, they both just stared at each other, trying to 
comprehend the absurdity of the situation. Then, they burst into 
laughter. 

“You...you thought I was stalking you?” Tiffany managed to say 
between giggles, tears of laughter forming in her eyes. 

Simon nodded, still chuckling. “I saw you following me and 
just...reacted!” he said, collapsing onto the ground, clutching his 
stomach. 

Their laughter echoed through the night, a testament to the silly 
misunderstanding. It would be a memory they’d cherish and laugh 
about for years to come. 

Soon after, Roxanne and Leo arrived, with Roxanne wearing a 
look of concern. “We thought we heard a scream. Is everything 
okay?” she asked Tiffany, her gaze lingering on Simon for a 
moment longer than necessary, a hint of worry and perhaps 
something more in her eyes. Tiffany shook her head, pointing at 
Simon. “Ask this big bully what happened,” she said, brushing dirt 
off her clothes, her irritation fading into amusement. 

Minutes later, Freddy and Jack joined them, completing the 
group for their nighttime escapade. As they set off on their 
adventure, Simon and Roxanne found themselves walking side by 
side, sharing shy glances and the occasional whispered joke, their 
laughter mingling in the night air, a subtle undercurrent of 
newfound affection beginning to weave its way through their 
friendship. 


THE DOOR OF THE MAUSOLEUM screeched open with an 
unsettling, eerie sound. The profound darkness that greeted them 
was unsettling. Jack, driven by instinct, quickly moved to the back. 
“T don’t like this place; we really shouldn’t be here!” he voiced his 
unease. 

Roxanne echoed his sentiments. “Yeah, this is far from fun. 
Exactly what are we searching for?” she inquired, her voice laced 
with a mix of fear and curiosity. 

Simon, with his flashlight in hand, swept the beam from side to 


side, casting long shadows on the ancient walls. “I’m not entirely 
sure, but the trail of the ‘V’ shoe print led us here,” he explained, 
his tone revealing a blend of determination and apprehension. 

Tiffany edged closer to Roxanne, her discomfort palpable. 
“Believe me, if this place was still in use, you wouldn’t catch me 
dead here!” she declared, her attempt at humor thinly veiling her 
anxiety. 

Freddy, exploring one corner, discovered an old vase. “Look at 
this! It seems to have been taken from one of the graves,” he 
observed, examining it closely as he turned it from side to side. 

Leo took the vase from Freddy, his curiosity piqued. “There’s 
something inside!” he announced, the sound of something small 
sliding across the bottom of the vase confirming his suspicion. 
Inverting the vase, they revealed a key hidden within. 

Simon scrutinized the key for a moment. “This might fit the 
cupboard there,” he suggested, pointing towards a large, imposing 
oak cupboard in the opposite corner. Inserting the key into the lock, 
he turned it, and the door swung open silently, revealing a spacious 
opening behind it. 

Freddy shone his flashlight into the new discovery. “It’s a 
tunnel, and someone’s been maintaining it. Look! The ‘V’ shoe 
print!” he exclaimed, pointing to the distinctive mark with the ‘V’ in 
its heel clearly imprinted on the tunnel’s floor. 

Unbeknownst to them, their intrigue and curiosity drew them 
deeper into the tunnel. Tiffany highlighted an old wooden chair 
against the wall. “This tunnel sees frequent use. Notice, there are no 
spider webs or dust,” she observed, her flashlight illuminating the 
clean surroundings. 

Their exploration was abruptly interrupted by a loud bang, 
causing a momentary freeze before they realized the door had 
slammed shut behind them! Jack hurried to the door. “It’s locked!” 
he announced, his voice tinged with panic. They were trapped! 


G&S 


SIMON RAISED HIS HANDS. “Calm down, and don’t shout! We will 
find a way out. Let’s see where this leads,” he said, trying to instill a 
sense of calm. Hearts racing, the children began to follow Simon 
down the tunnel. After walking for what felt like an eternity but 
was in reality about five minutes, they reached the end. 

Freddy looked concerned. “It’s also locked!” he announced, 


pushing against what appeared to be a trap door. Roxanne opened 
an old cupboard against the wall. After rummaging through its 
contents, which consisted mostly of newspapers and empty soda 
cans, she pulled out a folded handkerchief. “Look, it’s embroidered 
with the letters ‘S.D.’,” she pointed out. 

Freddy, growing more anxious by the minute and still focused 
on finding a way out, responded without much enthusiasm. “S.D.? 
How will that help us get out?” he questioned, pushing against the 
trap door again. 

Roxanne sighed. “Freddy, S.D.! Solomon von Dalen! The trader 
who’s been missing for a few weeks now! Does that ring any bells?” 
she asked, her tone laced with sarcasm. Simon’s eyes widened. “We 
better get out. This must be the crook’s secret hideout!” 

Jack, who usually stayed in the background, stepped forward. “I 
have a plan,” he said confidently. Freddy looked at him 
incredulously. “What plan? We don’t have much time,” he said, 
clearly worried. 

Jack explained, “Look, the door is made of pine wood, which is 
soft. And see the edges? The termites have already weakened it. If 
we move that cupboard right under it and push hard, it will either 
open or break.” 

Freddy agreed, “We don’t have many other options, so help me 
with the cupboard!” he requested. Simon and Leo lent a hand, and 
together they slowly moved the heavy cupboard. Unexpectedly, 
they discovered a hole in the ground concealed under the cupboard! 
Simon hoisted himself onto the cupboard, followed by Freddy. 
Jack’s plan worked, and with a big crack, the door burst open. 

They quickly helped Tiffany, Jack, and Leo up. Simon waited for 
Roxanne, noticing she was once again inspecting the hole now 
revealed where the cupboard once stood. She grabbed a small 
leather bag then called out to Simon, “Hey, are you going to hoist 
me up or not?” Simon, unable to keep his eyes off her, shook his 
head, grabbed her hand, and pulled her up, his gaze lingering a 
moment longer than necessary. 


BEING OUT OF THE TUNNEL was a relief, but it took them some 
time to figure out where they were. Slowly, it dawned on them; 

they were behind the post office. It was already late, and they all 
decided to go back home, aware of the dire consequences if their 


parents realized they were out of their rooms. 

Walking back to their homes, Simon found his way next to 
Roxanne. “I saw you took something back there,” he whispered. 
“What is it?” he inquired, his curiosity piqued, his gaze often 
drifting to her. Roxanne merely smiled her mysterious smile. “I 
have no idea, but it will be our lead for tomorrow! For now, I just 
want a warm shower and to get into bed,” she said, her voice 
hinting at the thrill of the unfolding mystery and the unspoken 
connection growing between them. 

It had been another dangerous but exciting night. Simon 
couldn’t help but wonder about the contents of the small leather 
bag Roxanne had found. He knew they were incredibly close to 
solving the mystery. Tomorrow might just be the day. 


Chapter 7: Party Time 
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\\/ oo birthday was always a big event in Windwood. 


Marcus, a thirteen-year-old boy, was not very popular because of 
his “rich-daddy” attitude, but come party time, all the children were 
hanging out with him. This year, Mayor Hansen decided to make it 
extra special, as it was Marcus’s 13th birthday after all. This year, 
there would be a real clown at the party! 

Marcus met Simon at the gate of his house. “I don’t want you 
here! My dad says your gang are all troublemakers!” Simon’s hands 
automatically turned into fists as the frustration in him grew. 
Roxanne saw the commotion and asked politely, “Hiya Marcus, 
what’s the screaming about?” 

Marcus turned towards Roxanne and Tiffany, who had now 
joined her. His jaw literally dropped seeing the two pretty girls. 
“Ok, you can come in, but if you start any trouble, we’ll throw you 
out!” he warned. His gesture was met by a big smile from Roxanne 
and a “gnmf” from Simon. 

The food was good, but the party boring, with Marcus trying to 
be the center of attention. Except for irritating Simon with almost 
everything he said and did, Marcus was doing everything he could 
to impress Roxanne! 

Simon looked irritated at Freddy. “That clown better come, or 
I’m going to punch the clown that’s already here!” Freddy grinned. 
“Jealous?” he mocked, which made Simon even more grumpy. 

Roxanne found the entire situation amusing and taunted Simon. 
“You should come and talk to Marcus; I think he’ll solve our 
mystery in minutes!” she said with a naughty smile, knowing she 
was touching a nerve. 

Simon looked at her in anger. “Did you tell him about our 
investigation?” he asked, disturbed. Roxanne turned around and 


smiled. “Maybe, maybe not...” and walked away to Simon’s dismay. 

Before Simon could blow his top, the clown arrived! The clown 
was not as impressive as Simon had expected. He was tall, of 
medium build and had a cushion in his stomach to make him look 
fat. His makeup was underwhelming, his shoes dirty, and his jokes 
lame. Hints like his eyes lingering on the group of Simon and his 
friends and him feeling uncomfortable while performing his clown 
duties subtly suggested there was more to him than met the eye. 

Roxanne and Tiffany joined the boys where they looked bored 
and unimpressed. Simon glared at Roxanne. “So, how is Marcus 
doing?” he asked sarcastically. Roxanne walked up and faced 
Simon, looking into his eyes. “Don’t worry, he’s nothing like you...” 
then quickly added, “or anyone of the boys here, for that matter.” 

Simon felt his heart miss a beat, and a sea of relief washed over 
him. He did not answer, just stood there, grinning sheepishly. 


IT DID NOT TAKE LONG for the children to decide to focus on their 
adventure rather than listen and observe the lame clown. Freddy 
was the first to make a suggestion. “Let’s go back to the house in 
the woods and inspect it again. We may find new clues!” he 
suggested. 

Roxanne, with her usual mysterious smile, chimed in, “I already 
have a clue...” With everyone staring at her, she enjoyed the 
moment and slowly pulled a small leather bag from her pocket. 
“While you were all running from the tunnel, I found this in the 
hole under the cupboard!” she said, holding the small leather pouch 
for all to see. 

Freddy looked bemused at her. “Roxanne! What is it? You’re 
killing me!” he complained. Smiling even more mysteriously, she 
slowly pulled a bracelet from the pouch. “If we know who this 
belongs to, we have half the mystery solved,” she added. 

Jack looked uninterested. “It’s just a bracelet, maybe not even 
gold, and we don’t even know who it belongs to,” he said, half 
annoyed. That’s when Roxanne turned the small plaque around and 
revealed the words “To my dear wife, Annabelle - 1974. Love, 
Lucas.” 

Reading the words, the group became silent, goosebumps visible 
on Tiffany’s arms before she said the obvious: “The Mayor and his 
wife!” 


There were now more questions than answers. How did the 
Mayor’s wife’s bracelet end up in the tunnel? Were they being 
extorted by the crook? What was going on, they wondered. Noticing 
that the not-so-good clown was leaving, they also decided to depart. 

Walking a few meters behind the clown as they exited the gate, 
Leo suddenly froze and pointed to the ground. It was unmistakably 
the shoe print they were looking for! And it belonged to no one else 
but the clown! 

Simon shouted, “Catch him!” but with a last annoyed look over 
his shoulder, the clown disappeared around the corner and out of 
sight. Simon, Leo, and Freddy gave chase, but he was gone, 
disappeared into thin air! 


THE MAYOR’S WIFE, MS. Annabelle Hansen, looked with tears in 
her eyes at the bracelet given to her by Roxanne. “It was stolen 
some time ago, and I thought I would never have it back,” she said 
emotionally. “Klause was the only one home that day; he did not 
see anyone, and we know it couldn’t have been him. He has been 
working for us for years,” she continued. 

Simon suddenly remembered the note Roxanne found in the old 
house. “What is Mr. Klause’s surname?” he asked, trying not to 
sound suspicious. Ms. Hansen, still looking at her bracelet, replied, 
“Brooks, Klause Brooks.” She then added, “He only arrived recently, 
a few days after that trader went missing. After we confronted him 
about the bracelet, he resigned. Some say he has something to do 
with the spate of robberies that occurred since then. I don’t believe 
that; he has a kind heart,” she concluded. 

Roxanne looked at Simon with wide eyes, realizing the 
importance of the note, which was clearly addressed to ‘Mr. K.B.’ — 
that could only be Klause Brooks! She turned to Ms. Hansen, 
“Madam, who was the clown today at Marcus’s party?” she asked 
softly. 

Ms. Hansen stood up. “Oh, it was him, Klause. He is just a jack 
of all trades, doing odd jobs for everyone in town. He is not a very 
good clown, I have to admit, but I felt sorry for him.” She took 
some candy from a jar and gave it to the children. “I would have 
paid you for returning this bracelet if you hadn’t insisted that you 
don’t want money.” 

The crackling of paper as the children opened the delicious 


candy masked their words as they mumbled a thank you and then 
left the house. Outside, Freddy, with a mouth full of candy, was too 
excited to wait. “We got them! It’s Klause Brooks and whoever C.S. 
may be; they are the crooks!” he mumbled. 

Simon swallowed the last of his candy. “Not so fast, Freddy,” he 
cautioned. “We have to set a trap; we don’t have enough evidence 
yet,” he reminded him. Roxanne agreed, “I think C.S. is 
blackmailing Mr. Brooks, forcing him to steal items to pay a 
ransom. We have to catch them both in the act,” she voiced her 
opinion. 

Leo came up with a plan. “Let’s pretend we have found a 
treasure and then make sure they get to hear of it and steal it from 
us. We then follow them and get Constable Smolders to arrest 
them,” he suggested. 

The plan quickly took shape. Simon brought two cans of spray 
paint, one gold and one silver, which his dad had used for a vehicle 
he repaired. Roxanne and Leo were washing old tin cups and plates 
their mother was no longer using. Freddy was polishing glass 
pieces, making them shine like real diamonds. After they spray- 
painted the old items and allowed them to dry, they added some of 
Freddy’s ‘diamonds’. 

Tiffany’s eyes lit up with joy as she looked at their creation. “It 
looks just like real treasure!” she said, excited by what they had 
made. The pretend treasure sparkled in the light, making the room 
feel magical. They had painted old cups and plates to look like gold 
and silver, and Freddy’s glass ‘diamonds’ shone brightly, like tiny 
stars. 

Jack, smiling proudly, opened an old wooden chest that looked 
like it had been on many adventures. Even though his dad had 
thrown it away, it was perfect for their treasure. They carefully 
placed each shiny piece inside, arranging everything to look as real 
and inviting as possible. 

The chest, with its old charm, and the glittering treasure inside 
made a wonderful picture. It was like something out of a story, 
waiting for the next exciting adventure to begin. Closing the lid, 
they felt like they were closing the door to a secret world, one step 
closer to their plan to catch the crooks. 

Closing the chest, Simon made sure everyone knew what to do. 
“Freddy and I will take it to the woods and put it in the hole in the 
tree where we found the key,” he said, receiving understanding 


nods from the rest of his friends. 

Roxanne took over his explanation. “Tiffany and I will find Mr. 
Brooks and make sure he overhears us discussing where the 
treasure is and also make it clear that we are going to fetch it 
tonight,” she said, looking at Jack to add his part. 

Jack nodded. “Leo and I will go to Constable Smolders and tell 
him we have seen strange lights in the woods and ask him to keep 
his eyes open. We will then meet up with you later at the old tree.” 

With everyone understanding their part of the plan, the friends 
said their goodbyes and headed to their homes. Leo walked next to 
his sister. “Roxanne, you can admit it; you like Simon,” he said. 
Roxanne blushed, which made her even more pretty. “And you like 
Tiffany,” she retorted. Leo just smiled. “Yeah, she is kind of cute,” 
he admitted. 

They walked the rest of the way home in silence, their hearts 
full of emotions and their heads focused on the adventure that 
awaited. 


Chapter 8: Piecing the Puzzle Together 
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B esas made sure there were no spiders in the big hole in the 


old tree to avoid a catastrophe like the previous time. “It’s clean, 
you can put it in,” he said to Simon, who pushed the old chest 
slowly into the hole. After he was satisfied it was as deep as it could 
go, they covered it with bits of sand and tree bark. 

Freddy huffed and puffed. “Why do I always get to do the hard 
work?” he complained. Knowing Freddy well, Simon knew just how 
to soothe his troubled mind. “Freddy, it’s because you are the 
strongest of us, and without you, we would hardly be able to do 
these difficult tasks,” he said in a make-believe sincere voice. That 
got Freddy to calm down and even to smile. 

Simon inspected the area around them. “Let’s find a good spot to 
hide. It must be a place where we can see who approaches and also 
where we can keep an eye on the treasure.” Freddy pointed to a big 
tree about fifty feet away, and minutes later, the two boys were 
hiding high in the branches of the tree, eagerly awaiting any 
movement on the ground. 


FINDING MR. BROOKS was no easy task. Roxanne and Tiffany 
walked up and down street after street, from the Church to the Post 
Office, but they found no sign of him. It was already getting late, 
and at their wits’ end and desperate, they walked towards the 
Market, and in the coffee bar, Mr. Brooks was sitting, slowly sipping 
at a cup of black coffee. The aroma of the coffee was strong but 
pleasant. 

Tiffany paused. “I can’t believe he was the clown; he looks much 
bigger and stronger now. He looked so clumsy,” she said, surprised. 
Roxanne smiled. “That’s what clowns do, Tiffany! It’s to make us 


laugh.” Roxanne put her hand in her pocket and counted how much 
money she had with her. “Well, we can afford a cool drink each! 
Let’s join him.” They walked in and sat down with their backs to 
Mr. Brooks. 

Mr. Brooks was preparing to leave, but when he overheard 
Roxanne excitedly whispering about a treasure, he sat down again, 
pretending to drink coffee from his empty cup. Roxanne’s 
performance was flawless. “Tonight is the night!” she whispered to 
Tiffany but made sure her voice carried. Tiffany also played her 
part well. “Now we know where the treasure is! We just have to go 
and fetch it,” she replied. 

Roxanne took a serviette and took a pencil from her pocket. “If 
we take the route that crosses the stream and walk to the opening 
in the trees, we should be there in less than twenty minutes!” she 
said as she practically drew the treasure map on the serviette. 

Sipping the last of their cool drinks, they tossed the serviette 
into the trash, paid their bill to Ms. Elisson who greeted them 
heartily, and they left. 

Once outside, the girls high-fived each other as they looked 
back, seeing Mr. Brooks retrieving the serviette from the trash. 
Tiffany concluded proudly, “He took the bait! Our work here is 
done.” 


JACK AND LEO’S TASK was the easiest but least pleasant. Constable 
Smolders wanted nothing to do with them. “You’re nothing but 
troublemakers! There are no lights in the woods. Leave before I call 
your parents,” was the only response they could get from him. 

As they walked away, Leo mentioned the obvious, “We’re not 
getting any help from him. We are on our own.” Jack nodded. “I 
don’t like the way this is turning out,” he said, concerned. They 
walked towards Leo and Roxanne’s home, where Roxanne and 
Tiffany were waiting for them. 

Roxanne explained their encounter with Mr. Brooks. They 
fetched their flashlights, and together, the four started to walk 
towards the edge of the Forest. It was already getting dark, and 
they knew this night would be filled with danger and excitement. 

They were not very deep into the Forest when Leo realized they 
were being followed. “Can you hear that?” he asked. Everyone 
nodded because the sound behind them was clear in the quiet 


evening. 

As always, Jack was concerned. “It must be that crook Mr. 
Brooks, and we will not get any help from Constable Smolders.” 
Roxanne was also a bit nervous. “Let’s just keep on walking. Simon 
and Freddy will be ready to help us.” They continued to walk at a 
fast pace towards the tree where the treasure was hidden. 

The moon was bright like a silver ball floating in the night sky. 
The Forest was not as dark but had an ominous and mysterious 
glow to it. Simon spotted the group first. “There they come! Let’s 
get down and join them,” Freddy agreed, and they quietly climbed 
down and waited for their friends. 

Simon and Freddy hid behind a big tree, and as Roxanne walked 
by, Simon grabbed her. “What are you doing?” he whispered into 
her ear. Without thinking, Roxanne responded and hit him in the 
stomach, leaving him gasping for air. 

Simon looked shocked at her, but before he could say anything, 
Roxanne scolded him. “Don’t do that! You almost gave me a heart 
attack! Next time you’ll get a black eye!” For a few seconds, the 
group stayed quiet, but then Tiffany started giggling, and before 
long, everyone joined in the laughter. 

Realizing he was in the wrong, Simon quickly changed the 
subject. “Come, let’s quickly show you how we hid the treasure, and 
then we wait for Mr. Brooks to walk right into the trap!” he 
suggested. 

The six rushed over the small open field and assembled at the 
big tree with the hole in it. Roxanne crouched down, peeking into 
the hole to see how the make-believe treasure was hidden. With the 
entire group around the tree, Leo alerted them, “Run, someone is 
coming!” Roxanne jumped up, and with Simon next to her, they ran 
towards the first big tree. For a moment, a bright flashlight blinded 
them, but then they were quickly hiding in the cover of a big tree. 

Freddy, out of breath, whispered, “That was close! Let’s see 
what he is doing.” The children observed the figure who was using 
his flashlight to look for tracks and soon was walking towards the 
tree where the treasure was hidden. 


THE SOUNDS SEEMED VERY close in the quiet night, and the 
figure looked spooky, where he was just too far to make out who it 
was. He knelt down, flashed into the hole, then got up, and with a 


crack that sounded like a gunshot, broke a branch from a nearby 
tree. He knelt down again and used the branch to pull the treasure 
out. 

All the time he was talking to himself, although the words were 
not audible at the distance. Finally, he opened the chest and 
laughter filled the quiet night as his flashlight revealed the treasure 
the group had diligently fabricated. 

“Look, he’s coming in our direction,” Simon whispered. “Be very 
quiet,” he cautioned. With hearts pounding, the children waited in 
the dark shadows. The figure passed only a few feet from them. 
Roxanne gasped in astonishment and whispered, “It’s Constable 
Smolders!” They waited until he was a good distance away and 
started to follow. 

Jack walked at the back of the group. “He is going to the 
deserted house. We should go back and tell our parents. This is 
dangerous.” However, his words fell on deaf ears as the rest of the 
group was too intrigued by the situation. 

They followed Constable Smolders for almost a quarter of an 
hour before they arrived at the dark and eerie-looking house they 
now knew well. They could no longer see him, but they could hear 
the door open and slam shut in front of them. 

Quietly, they walked closer. The house looked eerie in the 
moonlight, and the blowing wind made it even scarier. Freddy 
walked to the front. “I bet he is in the hidden cellar; we can lock 
him in,” he whispered. As they entered the house, they noted the 
trapdoor which led to the cellar wide open. As they slowly moved 
closer, they were rudely interrupted by a booming voice behind 
them! 

“Stay where you are, troublemakers!” Turning around, they 
faced Constable Smolders, pistol in hand! 

Simon opened his mouth, but Constable Smolders was in no 
mood to talk. “Go down! Now! Or I swear I will pump lead into 
you, don’t test me,” he shouted, more angrily than they had ever 
seen him before. 

Tiffany started crying softly, but Roxanne reassured her and 
whispered, “We will be ok, just do what he says for now.” This had 
Constable Smolder shouting, “Shut up and keep moving!” 

They entered the room they had been in before, Constable 
Smolder closed the trapdoor, and, pistol in hand, pointed at them, 
moved an old mattress standing against the wall away, revealing 


another door which he opened. “Go in!” he said, pointing with the 
pistol. 

As they entered the dimly lit room, they could barely believe 
their eyes. Inside were three more people, one an old man with a 
long beard, another middle-aged man, and a younger man in his 
early twenties. Suddenly, it hit Roxanne. “These are the missing 
people! And now they were locked up with them. Will they ever see 
their parents again?” 


Chapter 9: Secrets Unveiled 


ey 
“> 


I he children stood frozen, realizing they had truly bitten off 


more than they could chew. They were in big trouble. The old man 
spoke, his gray eyes set deep in his head, and his long beard 
unkempt, moving up and down as he spoke. “My name is Henry. 
Don’t be afraid; we are all in this together.” The middle-aged man 
spoke next, “I’m Solomon von Dalen. I’m a trader.” Next was the 
young man, “...and I’m Paul Flerren, a herder.” 

The old man continued, “We all met the same fate; we were all 
abducted by Smolders. He is supposed to protect us, but look what 
he did!” he slowly shook his head in disappointment. 

Simon was the first to find his voice again. “Why is he doing 
this?” he asked, shaking his head, anger clear in his voice. Paul, the 
herder, explained, “He wants money. He believes Uncle Henry has a 
treasure hidden somewhere. He stole Mr. Von Dalen’s purse and 
wants more money from him, and from me, he wants my 
inheritance, which is very little.” 

Freddy banged his fist against the door. “We have to get out of 
here! Our parents will be worried sick!” he shouted. Mr. Von Dalen 
tried to calm him down, “It’s no use, son. He has no feeling; he 
barely gives us food and water. He will now try to extort money 
from your parents as well,” he explained. 

Roxanne signaled the boys to calm down. “He will soon realize 
the treasure is fake and come back in anger! We better be ready; 
that may be our only chance,” she said, concerned. 

Simon quickly summarized the situation, “Ok, we are nine 
people, but he has a gun.” Paul chimed in, “Which he is not afraid 
to use...” He lifted his shirt, revealing a long scar on the side of his 
body. “He almost killed me!” he said, covering the scar again with 
his shirt. 


Tiffany, who had been quiet for the most part, interrupted, “I 
have a plan. If all of you work together, you can lift me so I can 
reach the ventilation shaft. I might just be able to get through,” she 
said, pointing to the dim moonlight coming from the roof of the 
cellar. 

With the assistance of Paul and Mr. Von Dalen, they built a 
human pyramid, and Tiffany, the smallest of the group, climbed to 
the top. “Yeah, I think I can make it,” she proclaimed as she hoisted 
herself up and wriggled through the small opening. 

Once outside, she found herself on the side of the house. She 
peeked back into the cellar, “Ok, give me a few minutes. I’m going 
to try and open the trap door and then this door,” she said, then 
slowly moved towards the front door of the house. Her heart raced, 
and tears rolled down her cheeks. She wanted to scream and run, 
but she knew she had to be brave for the sake of her friends. 

Tiffany felt small and scared as she pushed the front door of the 
old house open. She immediately noticed Constable Smolders sitting 
at a table in the dimly lit room, the chest holding their made-up 
treasure in front of him, talking to himself. “I knew these brats were 
up to something. I never thought it was old Henry’s treasure!” His 
words sounded like those of a madman, laughing and murmuring. 

Tiffany crawled past him on her hands and knees, luck on her 
side; the trap door was open. She slipped down the stairs and, 
glancing back, saw Constable Smolders opening the chest. She knew 
it would only be a few minutes before he realized it was fake. 

Jumping down the last few stairs, she ran towards the hidden 
door and tried to open it, but it was stuck! She looked around and 
found an iron bar next to the wall, wedged it into the locking 
mechanism, and pushed and pulled as hard as she could. 

The lock cracked open with a loud bang, and the door swung 
open. Roxanne hugged her with a big smile, “I knew you could do 
it! You are the best!” she whispered. Suddenly, a loud bang came 
from the top, a table turned over, pieces of fake treasure flying and 
crashing into the walls! 

Screaming and swearing, Constable Smolders came down the 
stairs! Paul, the herder, was the first to react; he grabbed his leg, 
sending him tumbling down the stairs. Constable Smolders landed 
in a heap at the bottom of the stairs with a loud thumping sound. 

Simon readied himself to jump on Constable Smolders, but 
before he could move, the fire from Constable Smolders’ pistol 


scattered the darkness like lightning. The bang that followed was 
deafening. “Stay where you are or die!” Constable Smolders 
shouted. No one doubted his sincerity. 

He slowly rose from the floor, pistol in hand. “You thought you 
could outsmart me! You are nothing but troublemakers, and this 
will cost you dearly!” he shouted, sweat dripping from his face and 
anger taking control of him. “From now on, you will be my slaves! 
You will never leave this house again! I will teach you about fake 
treasures!” 

He slowly backed off with his back towards the stairs and, with 
his pistol in hand, started to climb the stairs in reverse, the pistol 
directed at them. Before he got to the top, another thumping sound 
sounded through the night, and for a second time, he fell down the 
stairs, collapsing in a heap. This time, his pistol flew over the 
ground, and he stayed quiet. 


A TALL FIGURE APPEARED at the top of the stairs. “I’m sorry if I’m 
late. I misread the map Roxanne drew and almost got lost,” he said 
in a calm voice. The children stood confused, with Roxanne asking, 
close to tears, “Who are you?” 

To their surprise, Mr. Von Dalen shouted out, “Klause! Is it 
you?” Klause made his way down the stairs, “Mr. Von Dalen, I’m so 
glad to see you're still alive! Your wife sent me to look for you as 
soon as news got out that you were missing.” 

With Constable Smolders slowly regaining consciousness, Klause 
first secured him. “Please help me; he is dangerous!” he asked 
Simon and Paul to help him bind his hands behind his back. “I have 
already sent for help,” Klause explained. “Let’s go and wait 
outside.” 

Relieved to be free and safe, everyone made their way outside. 
Klause and Paul assisting old Henry and Mr. Von Dalen. Not long 
after they got out, they could hear the sound of people talking and 
see the flashlights of a group approaching. The nightmare was over! 


G&S 
THE MAYOR HIMSELF INVITED the children over to his office. 


They were neatly dressed and accompanied by their parents. Mayor 
Hansen wore his chain and looked very important. Next to him sat 


Klause and Mr. Von Dalen. The room was packed with people, all 
eager to see and hear what had happened. 

Mayor Hansen started with a short speech where he explained 
that, thanks to the bravery of some of the local people, Windwood 
was once again a safe town. He then continued to thank all the 
children individually and explained that Mr. Von Dalen had 
awarded each a small sum of money as appreciation for their 
bravery. He started with Roxanne and Tiffany, handing each child 
an envelope with money and a Mayoral certificate of appreciation. 

Afterward, everyone was invited to enjoy the fresh and delicious 
snacks on the tables. Klause walked over to where the children were 
enjoying their snacks. “I have to say, ’m impressed. If it wasn’t for 
you, I may never have found Mr. Von Dalen.” Simon nodded. “J still 
don’t understand everything. I know now that you are a private 
detective, but why did you steal the bracelet, and what about the 
treasure next to the river, the tunnel in the graveyard, and running 
away from us?” he asked, shaking his head. 

Klause sat down next to them. “I didn’t steal the bracelet. Ms. 
Hansen dropped it. Not knowing it was hers, I took it to the police 
station to hand it in, but before I could do so, she had already 
reported it stolen.” Roxanne looked puzzled. “But if you didn’t steal 
it, why did you keep it?” Klause smiled. “Constable Smolders told 
me I was a suspect and then started to bribe me. He told me if I 
don’t steal money and pay him, he would tell everyone I stole the 
bracelet. So, I hid it. I would have returned it after the 
investigation.” 

Jack reminded him about the treasure. “What did you do with 
the real treasure? It was you who found it before we could.” Klause 
nodded. “Yes, it was me. Constable Smolders was looking for a 
treasure Old Henry buried a long time ago, but I found it and kept it 
safe. It was only a few hundred Kronen, but it will help him now.” 

Klause smiled once again. “You probably want to know about 
the Mausoleum and the tunnel as well?” The children all nodded. “I 
discovered it while hiding from Smolders one evening. It was eerie, 
but a good place to hide and use as a base. Nobody ever bothered 
me except you!” he said with a guilty look, then added, “I have to 
admit, I almost gave up, but you gave me hope when you talked 
about the treasure. Thank you! One day, when you need a favor 
from me, do not hesitate to ask.” 

As Mayor Hansen’s event came to an end, the group of six met 


outside before going to their homes. Roxanne stood next to Simon, 
enjoying the warmth of his body in the cool breeze. “Starlight 
Explorers forever!” they said together, hugging each other. 

The adventure was over, but this was just the beginning of their 
friendship. Who knows what the future would hold for these brave 
boys and girls. As they broke their embrace to go their separate 
ways, Simon reminded them, “Tomorrow at ten, the same place. 
The next adventure is just around the corner!” 


kek The End kek 
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